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by Kevan Kenneth Bowkett 
 
Once upon a time there lived a troll who guarded a tollbooth on a bridge. 
 
He wasn’t actually a troll but he was so stocky and ugly that everyone called him “Troll.” Of course, because 
of this his place was called the Trollbooth. 
  
Also, he couldn’t see very well so he squinted a lot in order to see properly, and this made him even uglier, 
so people called him a “troll with a goblin face.” 
 
One day, a man in a hurry sold him a pair of shoes. They were bright yellow, but shabby, with green 
tongues. The tollbooth-keeper (we will call him Troll) put them on and thought himself the handsomest-
turned-out fellow in the province. “I’ll bet I could even walk into the presence of His Presence the Emperor 
in these shoes. They might—they might even be so handsome he’d want to buy them off me. Then I could 
buy my own tollbooth with my earnings.” (He worked as an employee in the tollbooth and got a percentage 
of tolls, but he had ambitions, as you see). 
 
So he went on thinking these thoughts of financial success, and walking back and forth across the bridge 
between the two heavy gates of the tollbooth as he usually did. It was a quiet time, and presently he noticed 
that a place in the heel of the left shoe was rubbing. He shook his foot and walked on. But soon he felt a 
sensation beneath his left heel, as if he were walking on a pebble. The sensation grew into a pain as he 
clumped back and forth across the bridge, but he ignored it, not wanting to find any fault with the shoes. 
But after a while the pain was too biting to ignore, so he sat down on his stone bench and pulled off his left 
shoe. It pulled off a little, but it wouldn’t come much. He panicked and pulled hard, and the shoe came 
away, but he screeched as he felt what seemed a long thorn being yanked out of his heel. He looked in the 
shoe. Nothing like a thorn. He felt about. He could feel nothing but the bottom and sides and tongue of the 
shoe. 
 
“Well this is a most peculiar strange shoe,” he said in disgust. “What useless things, shoes.” But he had 
spent good money on the shoes, so he put it on and rose, and started clumping back and forth again. The 
pain returned swiftly, and he hobbled to his bench, sat, and pulled at the shoe. He had to exert a great deal 
of strength to pull it away, and it felt like he was removing a red-hot meat-cooking skewer from his heel. 
 
“That’s enough of that shoe for me,” he said, and threw the shoe against the bridge parapet.  
 
“Ouch!” shouted a voice.  
  
“Who’s that?” said Troll, jumping up and hopping on one foot. 
 
“It’s me, the shoe,” said the voice. 
 
Troll hopped over to where the shoe lay on its side on the bridge, and bent down to peer inside it. 
“What are you doing in the shoe?” asked Troll, even though he could see nothing unusual. 
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“I’m not in the shoe,” said the voice. “I am the shoe.” 
 
“Shoes don’t talk,” said Troll. “Shoo, you!” he added. 
 
“But I’m here to shoe you,” said the shoe. 
 
“No thanks. You’re too painful,” said Troll. 
 
“If you kept me on, the pain would diminish,” said the shoe. 
 
“No, I would diminish,” said Troll, stooping and removing the remaining shoe. 
 
“You would increase,” coaxed the shoe, and the one Troll had just removed seemed to make faint echoing 
noises when the first shoe spoke. “You would look sharp, and smart, and earn more money, and be trusted 
with a loan, and buy your own toll gate—and then you could buy a dozen pairs of shoes, and take me off.” 
 
“I’ll never be able to get you off by then,” said Troll.  “Unless I saw off my feet.”  
 
“But if you don’t put me on, how will I get into the Emperor’s presence? It’s the only way for me to travel.” 
 
“You could walk,” said Troll. 
 
“I can only walk on someone’s feet,” said the Shoes. 
 
“No one will let you, you hurt so much,” said Troll. “Why were you so hard to get off? It felt like you 
wanted to eat me up.” 
 
“I only gripped on and tried to pull at your sole because I missed my master so much, and someone’s foot is 
the only way to get to him, and your foot is better than the air’s,” said the Shoes. “The air doesn’t take me 
anywhere.” 
 
“Haha, I like that!” said Troll. “When no one is wearing you you’re on the air’s foot! Haha!” And he 
guffawed again. Then, “Where is your master?” asked Troll, in a better humor. 
 
“Only the Emperor knows,” said the Shoes. “That’s why I want to get to see the Emperor.” 
 
“Well,” said Troll, his imagination growing full again, “if that’s how it is, I can help you after all. I will take 
you round my neck. I will walk to the Emperor’s palace. Then I will put you on to enter his presence, that is 
to say His Presence, since I must look my best, and you do look fine, that’s why I bought you. But if you 
don’t come off after I’ve put you on, I’ll burn you off.” 
 
“It’s a deal!” said the Shoes, and Troll shook one of the green tongues.  
Troll filled a bag with food and bedding for the journey, tied the bright yellow shoes together by the laces, 
and put them round his neck. Then they faced toward the great and wonderful city of Cothirya, where the 
Emperor had his palace. 
  
“Who’ll watch the toll gates?” asked the Shoes. 
 
Troll scratched his shoulder. 
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“Why do you scratch your shoulder and not your head?” asked the Shoes. 
 
“A traveler told me people scratch their head to stimulate their intelligence,” said Troll. “He helpfully added 
that my shoulder was more intelligent than my head. So I scratch it instead.” He snapped his fingers. “I 
know!” he shouted, and rushed into his hut. In a moment, he reappeared carrying the skeleton of a human 
foot. 
 
“This is from when a troll really did live under the bridge,” said Troll. He waggled the metatarsal joints 
fondly, and then placed the bones on his stone bench that stood by the hut. “It’s a toll gate, he said. “So it 
will be fine if it’s a toe gate until we get back.” And he guffawed again, and slapped the shoes on their backs. 
 
They set off. 
 
Over river and meadow and under mountain-wall they went, and through wood and dale, and beneath dawn 
and sunset. And after many adventures they came to Cothirya on its three hills above the inlet of the sea 
people call the East Gong. 
 
They entered the city. 
 
Troll was dazzled by the number of people, the noise, the smells, the huddled wooden houses and 
tenements, the soaring towers and palaces, the size of the place. In one square he saw more people than he 
had ever seen in his whole life before. 
 
But the Shoes guided him through it, and they came presently to a quiet courtyard full of refuse, which was 
more congenial to Troll’s nerves. There, sitting on an old packing crate that smelt of blue mongoose, Troll 
put the Shoes on.  
 
Then they went to the Palace. 
 
The guards, in bright armour and billowing golden cloaks, and carrying flashing spears and swords, stopped 
him and demanded his business. 
 
‘’I’ve come to the capital to get the worser of the Emperor,” said Troll, and the Shoes made him dance a jig. 
 
The guards laughed and their captain said, “Don’t you mean get the better of the His Presence the 
Emperor?” 
 
“That too,” said Troll.  
 
“Well, the shoes you are wearing are fine enough to get you admitted,” said the captain. “But the rest of you 
is a touch raggedy.” 
 
“He is a raggedy jester, ma’am,” said a guard to the captain, and some of the others chimed in, concurring. 
 
The captain smiled and said, “I think so, too. You may enter.” 
 
It was, in any event, the one day of the decade when anyone might be admitted to the Emperor’s Presence. 
(It had used to be the one day in a month, but things had changed.) 
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Troll had to speak to several officials and be danced in a jig or a hornpipe by the Shoes several times before 
he was finally admitted to the Presence of the Emperor of Cothirya. 
 
The last official he was forced to placate to be admitted to the Presence was the Master of Ceremonies who, 
having seen more than his fill of dancing, demanded a pleasant tale as Troll’s price of admission. So Troll 
told the story of “The Dragon in High Heels.” The Master of Ceremonies was pleased at Troll’s story, and 
admitted him at once to the imperial throne room.  
 
It all seemed a great bright golden glow to Troll, but the Shoes made him walk over to stand before a man 
on a high throne made of malachite. The Shoes nipped Troll’s little toes, so he came to his senses enough to 
make as stately a bow as he could, so low that some of the ragged strips of his clothing brushed the floor.  
 
The man on the throne – His Presence the Emperor – looked down at this person before him and said, 
“Those are some very fine shoes that you are wearing, master.” 
 
“I am not wearing the shoes,” said Troll. “The shoes are wearing me.” 
 
The Emperor laughed.  
 
“They would make a fine gift to My Presence,” he said presently. “And should you give them to me, well: 
one good turn oft brings on another.” 
 
“Like this!” cried Troll, and the shoes took him several elegant but comic turns across the floor, which was 
made of carefully ground and polished coral. The Emperor laughed again, and clapped. 
 
“Those shoes I must have,” he said.  
 
Troll bent and unlaced the Shoes, and placed them together before His Presence the Emperor’s throne, with 
the heels toward His Presence, then backed away, bowing.  
 
Two servants came and each one took a shoe and laced it quickly onto one of the Emperor’s feet without 
touching him. 
 
Then the Emperor stood; and the Shoes took him in a swift caper across the floor. The Emperor laughed.  
 
“This is wonderful!” cried the Emperor. “In these shoes I am light on my feet as a rhea’s feather!” 
 
But the Shoes made him dance faster, and then faster yet, and then still faster, until the Emperor was a 
coloured whirlwind, and he called out, “Stop, Shoes!” 
 
The Shoes stopped. The Emperor looked tired and was wet with perspiration. Servants ran to him with 
towels and iced sherbet, but the Shoes whisked him away from them, then stopped him on the other side of 
the throne room. 
“Release my master, and I shall release you!” cried the Shoes. 
 
“I have not seized your master,” said the Emperor. 
 
“That troll-like but estimable fellow is not my master,” said the Shoes. “My master is the merchant Athro 
the Master Cobbler. You have his soul sealed up in a glass jar somewhere.” 
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“I don’t negotiate with shoes,” said the Emperor, seeing his warriors approach. “Or even with Shoes.” 
 
The Shoes immediately took His Presence on a long very quick-paced springle-ring, deftly avoiding the 
clutching fingers of the astonished guards, and dancing him up back onto his throne, where no one was 
permitted to approach him. The Shoes dumped him into his seat and then flung themselves, and his legs, up 
over the right-hand arm of the throne, so that the Emperor was immobilized.  
 
Meanwhile the warriors had encircled Troll, but he was too enthralled by the spectacle to notice. He stood, 
arms crossed, enjoying the sight, and resolving to soon come again to Cothirya where such interesting things 
were on view. 
 
“Now!” cried the Shoes. “Release my master!” 
 
“There is no need for coercion,” said the Emperor, huffing. “He’s a trader. Let us trade, therefore. I keep 
you and you obey me, and I release him.” 
 
“That’s better,” said the Shoes. “And another condition: give my troll-like friend a hundred silver sovereigns 
so that he can buy his own troll gate—toll gate. And refrain from proceeding against him for his part in 
this.” 
 
“Very well,” said the Emperor. He snapped his fingers, and the warriors stepped back from Troll, who was 
chuckling and shaking his head. 
 
“Now, my master,” said the Shoes. 
 
“I will have to walk to where he is,” said His Presence. 
 
“Walk on,” said the Shoes. 
 
The Emperor rose, and crossed the throne room, and went out a door, preceded by the two servants and 
followed by Troll and six guards. They went along various passages and up some helical stairs, and came to a 
large chamber with a balcony overlooking a garden.  
 
In the middle of the chamber there was a big apparatus covered with a white cloth with blue birds 
embroidered on it. The Emperor pulled a cord and the cloth fell away, revealing a gigantic golden trident as 
long as two men, that lay upon three silver brackets on wood posts about one leg high. Troll chuckled and 
shook his head, while the Emperor went into a closet and came back with a jar of dark green glass. This he 
placed on a table before the trident. He removed the wooden stopper and immediately there leaped a beam 
of green light from the mouth of the jar to the tines of the trident. The beam bent round one of the tires, 
then continued on through the casement and curved down into the garden. 
 
“Release his soul from the jar,” said the Shoes. 
 
“He’s released now that the stopper is off,” replied the Emperor. “But he seems to be sleeping.” 
 
He lightly tapped the glass with a fingernail. After a second, a bright green mote of light appeared. It paused 
in the air above the jar, and then shot away along the beam of light, which vanished behind it as it went. It 
slipped among the tines of the trident, then zipped to the casement and down into the garden. 
 
“It will take a few minutes for him to awake and come to us,” said the Emperor. 
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“It’s a fine show,” said Troll. 
 
“I agree,” said the Emperor. “That’s why I do it. When anyone displeases me sufficiently, I take the trident, 
jab their soul with it, and draw it out and put it in a jar, as you see. Their body then sleeps in that garden 
until I deem their punishment complete. Then I release them.” 
 
“A fine show,” said Troll. 
 
“We’ll be having more releasing and less punishing with me on your feet,” said the Shoes. 
 
In a few minutes, a tired but pleased-looking man came up the stairs from the garden to the balcony, and 
nodded to the Shoes. Various strips of leather and hanks of twine hung from his belt, showing that he was a 
cobbler.  
 
“You bargained?” he said. 
 
“I did,” replied the Shoes. 
 
“Well. Wear well, of course. And I’ll make something to buy you back with, if I can,” said the cobbler. 
 
“Oh, master!” cried the Shoes, and made a squeaking sound like weeping. 
 
“What a place!” cried Troll, and roared with laughter. 
 
And that was how Troll visited the Emperor, and the Shoes released their master. The cobbler went back to 
his work in the city. Troll was given a sack of a hundred silver sovereigns and, after spending one night 
sleeping on the floor of the cobbler’s shop, returned home, where he found that all the travelers, confronted 
by the skeleton foot of a real troll’s victim, had paid in full. By the next season Troll owned and was running 
his own toll gate, this one on a bridge over a narrow lake. He would fish from the bridge parapet, 
murmuring “What a show!” and planning for the day when he would again visit Cothirya, where such 
interesting things happen. 
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